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DEDICATION


To Nonnie and Poppop, who taught me how their stories are my story.




Det som göms i snö, kommer fram vid tö.


What is frozen in snow is revealed at thaw.


—SWEDISH PROVERB




I.


This is what I’ve learned: family secrets are never buried with their dead. They can’t fit in the coffins; they don’t ignite in the crematoriums. They linger and drift like the smoke of an abandoned cigarette. And I’ve learned that the living can sense them. We can’t see the secrets; we can’t even articulate what it is we feel when we’re close to them. But they’re there. They remain long after the rigor mortis has set in. Maybe it’s then that they escape. They get squeezed out of long, taut fingertips and burst into the wide open, gasping for air. And there they hang, waiting for someone like me to come and pluck them down.


Trust me.


Nothing stays hidden forever.
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I didn’t want to go to Pennsylvania. Dad had requested my help, had enlisted my help, but Greta didn’t have to go. She feigned a cold the night before we left, walking around the house in her rose-colored robe, carrying a box of Kleenex. The kettle sang on the hour as she sniffled and poured herself another cup of Earl Grey tea with two cubes of sugar and some fat-free milk. Greta wanted to be British. Dad called it a phase, but I called it a con. She spelled her words with misplaced vowels: colour, theatre, humour. Her favorite channel was BBC, she obsessed over UK fashion, and she had pictures of Princess Diana and Duchess Kate framed in her bedroom. Dad and I drank coffee. No sugar, no cream, no fuss.


“Louisa, be sure to take some Sharpies and packing tape.” Greta sniffled the next morning as she climbed back into bed. “And take some biscuits for the road.” They’re cookies, not biscuits, I glared back at her.


“You know she’s not sick,” I sighed heavily, leaning against the side of our blue Subaru as I watched Dad struggle to fit his duffel into the back. The engine was already running. Exhaust coughed heavy gray clouds into the damp early morning air.


“Yep.”


“So why doesn’t she have to come?” I fingered the green fringe on my scarf. I always loved green. Not pink. Not red. And certainly not purple. Green was the color of our front door, and so green always reminded me of home.


“Greta’s about to turn eighteen. She needs to learn to make her own decisions. Do you have the thermos?” Dad pulled out my backpack and retrieved the carafe of freshly brewed coffee.


“I’m getting older, too. I’m sixteen now. Why do I have to go? I didn’t even know her.”


“To be honest, Lou, I don’t want to go alone, okay?” Dad sucked wind between his chattering teeth. “Get your mittens and let’s go.” Conversation over.


The North Carolina morning seemed to be getting darker; it was unusually cool for October. A hiccup in space and time. And I knew it was going to be colder where we were headed. He zipped up his bright orange fleece—the one Mom had given him for his birthday. It was a running joke in our family and memory 32 on my list of memories: Always gave Dad winter clothes in July.


As we pulled out of the driveway, Dad waved goodbye to Greta, who stood haughtily in the doorway. Her tall, dark silhouette waved back as I folded my arms in defeat.




II.


At the very least, I thought, Dad saved me from another week of mindless homecoming banter. For two months, I’d endured school hallways canvased with colorful posters about dresses and dates and how “enchanted” the evening would be. There were never any posters for the girls without dates.


I stared at my face in the visor mirror and pulled it close, preferring to look at my image in enlarged, exaggerated frames. Snapshots of pieces of me. I wasn’t afraid of seeing the oil, the blemishes, the freckles. It wasn’t so bad. But when I scaled back, that’s when my features felt out of place. In full-length mirrors I always turned to one side so I could only see my profile. There were my wide, brown eyes that sat far apart from one another, outlined in thin, black pencil. My two thick brows in need of shaping. A pink bottom lip that protruded just so. Greta said I gave the impression I was always pouting, but what did she know?


“It’s weird that you’re going back now—now that she’s not even there,” I said, sticking my tongue out at myself before flipping the mirror back up, not really knowing how to ask Dad what I was really thinking: how he was feeling. We all tended to avoid those types of questions.


“The irony is not lost on me,” Dad sighed.


“Well, it’s not like either she or Grandpa made that much of an effort to see us. And you never talked about either of them. Nothing’s going to change now that she’s actually dead.” I bit a hangnail and let my words fall. I could sense the flashing red lights, the blaring alarms; I was getting perilously close to the Magnusson “Do Not Enter” zone, the place we weren’t allowed to go, that place where we talked openly about the past.


“Thanks for coming, kiddo,” Dad sighed, steering the conversation away from where I was trying to take it. He was so good at that; I called it his “sleight of hand communication diversion.” Don’t-look-up-my-sleeve kind of stuff.


He leaned over and squeezed my knee apologetically. I wanted to erase the nameless space between us, gulp it down so it wasn’t outside of us anymore, but I didn’t know how. I pulled my scrawny legs beneath my chin, placed my feet up on the dash, and tugged mindlessly on the rubber soles of my Converse sneakers. Greta thought I needed a new pair, but I loved the look of tattered black canvas. They’d been worn out with love. How could I trash something like that?


“Sure,” I mumbled. I was used to repeating words that didn’t measure true feeling. I called them “the deficients”: words like “fine,” “good,” and “nice.” How are you feeling today, Louisa? I’m fine, thank you. I was a master of the deficients.


It was a long drive and as we entered Pennsylvania’s Brandywine Valley, I thought about chances. Dad always said that we had various chances in life, and it was up to us to choose the right ones to follow. To Dad, everything was a choose-your-own-adventure story. A chance to thrive or to suffer. The only chance we didn’t have was the chance to start over, the chance to go back. Being brave, Dad used to say, means never looking back. But there were times I wanted to look back—times I needed to.


Our destination was deep in the rolling woods down a winding, isolated road. Dad pointed up the hill to a house glowing in the fading light. Someone had left the porch light on.


The house was an old colonial with dark orange pine siding, but the paint was chipping off in large flakes. Brown, toothless shutters made the face of the house look cold and stiff. The door wasn’t green.


“Looks . . . nice,” I choked out, but even Dad could tell it was one of the deficients. I’d once studied the Merriam-Webster thesaurus, resolute in finding replacements for them. I thought I’d be able to expand my vocabulary and shed the deficients like an old skin. I thought I’d be able to drop words like copacetic, salubrious, and pulchritudinous into ordinary conversation. Instead, they stuck with me. I couldn’t part with them, or they with me. I realized renouncing the deficients would mean forgetting all those times I had needed them—had relied on them.


And my use for them wasn’t over. Greta. I sighed. Why wasn’t she here?


Crinkled leaves hedged a slate walkway to a small portico. I purposely walked along the edge of the walkway, letting the leaves crunch beneath my feet. On the front step sat two squatty pumpkins. Their flesh looked soft with decomposition and I tapped one with my foot. My shoe sunk into the pulp and I recoiled in disgust, wiping the excess flesh on the grass. A small, oxidized copper plaque sat next to the front door with one word: Hemmanet. I ran my half-painted, half-eaten fingernails over the embossed letters.


“Swedish for ‘The Homestead,’” Dad explained, as if I should have known.


Standing in front of the door, Dad took a deep breath.


“I haven’t been here for twenty-three years,” he said into the fading light where his words hung in the air on a hanger. He stared up at the roof, surveying what had become of his childhood home. He shook his head absentmindedly. Being brave means never looking back.


“Sorry.” He turned the key and shoved the door open with his shoulder. Instinctively, he reached inside and flipped on an overhead light. He paused, taking it all in. I watched him, feeling as if I were on the other side of some oversized looking glass. He was on the inside, but I could only gaze in. I was separate from him. He knew this place. This house was his house; not ours, not mine. It was as if I wasn’t even there.


We stepped into a small mudroom. A single lamp hung from the ceiling. The air was damp and cold and smelled of antiquity.


“C’mon, the thermostat is in the kitchen.”


“Just draw me a map, Dad,” I muttered, but he didn’t notice. He was too absorbed jumping through time, navigating old memories.


I looked around the foyer. A wooden staircase with two thick banisters shone with years of wear. On the wall, a long wire suspended a gilded frame.


“Hey, Mom,” Dad greeted the old painting. He sounded young. Like he’d missed curfew, or was late to dinner.


The portrait glanced casually down at us from a stretched canvas. My grandmother’s head rested in her curled fist, and her waxy cheek pressed around the bony knuckles of her left hand. She looked dignified, leering over the foyer—guarding the house, guarding its secrets. Who was I to be in her house? I knew nothing about this woman or her life. I was a stranger and she a ghost.


I peeked into the front parlor, where brass sconces holding half-burned candles hung on outstretched walls. Lines of soot snaked their way up to a plaster ceiling. Crowded bookshelves framed a giant hearth encasing ashes from a fire long cold.


Dad led me down a dark hallway to a black-and-white tiled kitchen where water stains and brown burn rings marred butcher-block countertops. I tried to picture Grandma standing there, placing sweating glasses of iced tea or saucepots full of tomato soup on the smooth wood surface. She hadn’t preserved her kitchen; she’d abused it. This was her workshop.


“I’m afraid to open it,” Dad gestured toward the avocado Frigidaire in the corner.


“She’s only been gone a couple days . . .” I ran my palm over a divot in the butcher block and let my bangs fall over my eyes. “How bad could it be?”


He walked over and pulled the latch. Inside, he found a last bowl’s worth of whole milk, a chunk of Swiss cheese, and a jar of strong mustard. He dumped the milk down the sink, where it poured out in small, sour chunks, and then he walked to the far end of the kitchen where the thermostat was mounted on the wall. He turned the dial and the radiator close to me began to warm.


“Dad?” I wanted to tell him that maybe this trip was meant to be and that maybe this was the fresh start he and I needed. I was about to tell him everything I’d been holding back for a long time when a small voice interrupted from down the hall.


“Hello?”


A tall, pale woman with striking copper hair glided down the hall toward us. Long strides and fluid footsteps. I’d seen that type of movement before. She had to be a dancer. The woman’s wide eyes grinned.


“I don’t mean to intrude, but I’m afraid your phone’s disconnected and no one answered the door,” the woman purred to Dad. “I came by to drop off my key. I’m Rosemary. I live down the hill. I’ve been watching over the house.”


“Of course. Sure. Nice to meet you. I’m Christian Magnusson.” He stuck out his hand and the woman took it tenderly. “We just arrived a minute ago. Can I get you something to drink? I don’t know what Mom has around,” he glanced toward the cabinets.


“No, thanks,” her voice was soothing, like slow-dripping honey. “I really didn’t mean to interrupt . . .” There was an extended pause as Rosemary surveyed the room. Her eyes lingered on me—almost through me—and she grinned even wider. I had to look away. There was something intense about her. Her eyes? Her teeth?


“It’s good to get life back into the place. Be sure to open the windows tomorrow. Release all this enclosed energy,” she smiled. “Christian, it was great meeting you. I’ll see you around, Louisa,” Rosemary pulled on red leather gloves to acknowledge her departure.


“I’ll walk you out.” Dad followed her to the foyer.


I shivered, despite standing so close to the radiator. Had I told her my name?
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Dad’s old bedroom had been dusted recently. It looked as if Grandma had been expecting company—as if she’d made up the bed especially for me. It was creepy.


Dad put my bag down on a small vanity in the corner. None of the furniture seemed to quite fit. It was all just a mishmash of oddly sized Shaker antiques. Some Lilliputian, others colossal.


“The bathroom is across the hall. You have to turn the hot-water faucet twice as far as the cold, but it should work.” He opened an oversized trunk at the foot of the bed, pulled out two crocheted blankets, one green, one blue, and set them on top of my bag. The whole operation felt like a hotel check-in. Did I need to ask about a wake-up call? Or what time breakfast would be served?


“Okay,” I took a seat on the mattress, the springs squeaking even under my little weight.


“Call me if you need anything. I’ll be right downstairs.” Dad began to leave. “Oh, and kiddo?” He paused in the doorway. “I love you.”


“I know. I love you too, Dad. Night.”


“Good night.” He closed the door, and I heard him descend the stairs. Then everything was still.


[image: ]


I skipped brushing my teeth and went straight to bed. The sooner I fell asleep, the sooner it’d be morning. The room was warm, but the bed sheets cold. I slid between them as carefully as one enters a cool pool of water. Stretching out my legs past the end of the bed, I felt like a doll in a dollhouse. I thought about Greta. What was she doing? No doubt sitting in bed with a cup and saucer balanced on one knee, rolling her hair in pink foam curlers. She slept in them, but I wasn’t ever allowed to tell people that. With Greta, there was a lot I wasn’t allowed to tell. And lately, there was a lot I didn’t seem to know. Still, I wished she were here in this big house with me. I breathed heavily into my blanket and listened to the house’s creaks and pangs sounding like the popping joints in an old body. An animal screeched outside, and I wondered: if I shouted out into the darkness, would it answer me back?




III.


I woke with the sun the next morning to find Dad already awake, tossing a freshly toasted onion bagel onto a plate.


“I had to swing by the funeral parlor to sign some papers, so I stopped to pick up some breakfast on the way.”


“Sounds good,” I yawned. “Is everything okay with the . . . arrangements?” I hated having to ask. I loathed funerals.


Dad poured me a tall tumbler of orange juice. I gulped it down in one shot and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.


“She didn’t want a funeral, so we’re doing a cremation,” he remarked casually.


I wondered if he hoped I wouldn’t think about it, but I did.


“Like Mom.” I chewed on a piece of bagel.


“Like Mom,” he sighed in agreement.


For a moment, I thought about the oak tree against the stone wall near Mom’s plot. This late in the year, the cemetery would be ablaze with color. I closed my eyes, visualized Mom’s headstone, and envisioned its inscription.




Dismiss whatever insults your own soul


And your very flesh shall be a great poem





Walt Whitman, Mom’s favorite. Memory 4. I’d already decided that on my eighteenth birthday I’d get it tattooed. I just didn’t know where. My wrist? My ankle? Somewhere I could see it every day. I slowly exhaled.


“So what’s the game plan for today?” I fingered the cuff of my pajamas, eager to think about anything else.


“I was going to have you start with the attic, and I was going to work on packing up the kitchen.”


“And I thought it couldn’t get any worse,” I moaned.


But Dad was undeterred by my cynicism. He poured himself more coffee from the pot on the counter. “Later, we can take a walk around the property. We own ten acres.”


“I didn’t realize we owned anything.”


I watched him as he ran his hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. He was getting grayer by the day, but it looked okay. I wasn’t ignorant of the fact that my dad was handsome. I remembered how single moms reapplied red lipstick at the lunch after Mom’s memorial. They munched on cucumber sandwiches, drank Sweet’N Low coffee, and talked in hushed whispers, smiling hopefully at my dad. He never noticed them, but I did.


The wind blew outside the kitchen window.


“Despite everything, this is a good house,” he said to himself, staring intently into his cup, but I, of course, had no idea what he was talking about. Despite what, Dad? “Be sure to take a jacket; I don’t think there’s any heat up there.”


My grandmother’s attic was a mausoleum. A lamp with a mosaic shade rested in a corner. An old, foot-powered sewing machine sat to one side. I casually opened the lid of a cardboard box and found it packed to the brim with red-and-gold glass Christmas ornaments. Loose gray puffs of rock wool insulation burst along the walls as if the house were a teddy bear splitting at the seams. I spelled “Louisa” in the dust atop an organ with yellowed keys and then blew it away. Walking to the far end of the attic, I shoved a circular dormer window with my shoulder and it fell open with a deep sigh. This house needed to breathe fresh air just as much as I did. It would be redundant to say everything in the attic was old. In a large rolltop desk stained with inkblots I found stamps from 1957 and a disintegrating typewriter ribbon. Tucked in one of the letter slots was an unstamped postcard. The picture on the front was an old photo of the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia. I could vaguely make out the handwriting.




Tänker på dig som alltid. Kan du förlåta mig? Du måste glömma mig.


—G





The postcard had never been mailed. I snapped a photo of the script with my cell phone, pocketed the card, and tried to open one of the desk drawers, but it stuck. I shook the drawer, struggling to get it to open, but the harder I tugged, the less it seemed to give. I carefully sat on the dusty floor and propped one foot beside the edge of the drawer. I wrapped both hands around the metal ring and pulled violently. The drawer slid out easily, as if it hadn’t been stuck at all. A black, vintage telephone tumbled to the ground with a loud thud. It was a beautiful antique with a gold cradle and a white rotary. The frayed cord hung limply to the side. Too bad it’s missing a plug, I thought, placing it on top of the desk. It would have been cool to use.


Dad started playing a new record downstairs; I could faintly make out “La Vie en Rose.” Mom used to sing it to us. She was fluent in English and French because she’d grown up in Montreal. Memory 11. She’d trained at L’École supérieure de ballet du Québec. Memory 115. She was a beautiful dancer. Memory 13. When she died, my mother’s parents flew in from Canada and told my dad my mother’s death was his fault and that he—not the cancer—had taken her away from them. They cried when they said goodbye to Greta and me. Dad never talked to them again after that. And I never asked about them, although there were times I had wanted to. We weren’t allowed to look back.


I hummed along to the familiar tune remembering the way Mom’s tongue used to roll over her Ls and how she’d swallow her Rs. God, I missed that.


I looked around at the memories of people I never knew. I wanted to map out my grandparents’ lives; I wanted to catalog these items, to discover my grandparents in every artifact. But it was too late now. Their voices—their stories—were lost forever. Before leaving the attic, I took a seat at the old, wood desk to study the old telephone once more. I inspected its base, searching for a label or logo, and found the name “Ericsson” embossed on the bottom. Twisting my finger through its rotary, I listened to it tick, tick, tick its way back into position. In vain, I picked up the receiver and held it to my ear. No dial tone. No ringing. But there was something else, some familiar sound that I couldn’t quite make out. The low hush of white noise?


I held the phone closer to my ear, cocked my head to one side, and closed my eyes to focus on the sound. What was it? A buzzing? A hum? No. It was the familiar shallowness. The steady beat. The inhale. The exhale. Someone was breathing into the other end of the phone. I launched myself from the desk in disbelief and the wheels under my chair screamed. There was no mistaking what I’d heard. I dropped and watched the black receiver swing lifelessly in the air like a heavy body from a wire noose. I steadied my shaking hand and gently replaced the telephone onto its base before darting across the room to slam the window shut. It was time to leave.


I sealed the mystery into a wooden catacomb, and tried to convince myself there was some other way to rationalize it. Certainly, I thought frantically, there must be a plethora of explanations for what happened. Still, I felt safer leaving the phone locked away like the mad woman in the attic.


I didn’t tell Dad what I’d heard. I didn’t really know how to explain it to him. I didn’t know how to explain it to myself. Better to just pretend it never happened, right?




IV.


In an attempt to get some fresh air, Dad took me on a short drive outside the neighborhood. He pointed to homes with well-manicured lawns while relaying simple, one-sentence stories about people he used to know, friends who used to inhabit the old haunts. I just wanted to find dinner.


We finally pulled into Weaver’s, the local grocery store, a simple mom-and-pop establishment. Their clientele was pure granola; they asked for local produce and fresh cuts of meat. They demanded organic, fair-trade, and farm-to-table. I was smitten.


Dad veered for the butcher counter. I went for the veggies.


The yams were ugly and lumpy. I turned one over in my hand, inspecting its knots and divots.


“Nice tubers, huh?”


A boy about my age stepped close to me and winked. He carried a watering can in his left hand, and picked up a butternut squash from a pile of autumn vegetables with his right. He smiled broadly at me. He was tall and slender with a round face. Handsome, with short cropped brown hair, long, curled eyelashes, and freckles. He wore a green apron with “Gabe” embroidered in white thread. He tossed the squash in the air before replacing it back in the pile, making his way to a display of hay bales and pumpkins. Blooming mums sprouted from recycled aluminum coffee cans marked $7.50 each. I followed him.


“These are great!” He picked up a coffee can and handed it to me. “Mums bloom while everything else around them dies. They’re hardy survivors.”


I gave him a wary glance.


“Seriously,” the boy continued earnestly. “Take this one for free. Put it out on your front porch and come back next week to tell me it’s thriving out there!”


He pointed to the front of the store, his eyes focusing on something behind me. I turned around to see what had caught his attention. Through the store’s front window, I watched as snowflakes began to fall in large, wet clumps.


“First snow of the year,” the boy smiled. “See you in a week.” He winked again, grabbed his watering can, and walked away, leaving me with my arm around a can of amber mums and my heart fluttering.


The drive back to the house was dark. Snowflakes fell onto the windshield with persistence. I breathed heavily into the scarf around my neck.


“I’ve been thinking, kiddo,” Dad began. “This house—” he sighed. “It’s a good house. This town is a good town.”


Since when?


I looked happily down at the mums in my lap. There was something intriguing about the boy in the store. His strange knowledge of flowers? The confidence I’d be back? His imperfect freckles?


“Louisa?” Dad repeated, interrupting my thoughts. His eyes focused on the road ahead. “Turn on the defroster for me, can ya?”


“Sorry,” I fumbled to turn the dial before the heat began to hum in vibrations off the dash.


“What do you think about moving here?” The words came rushing out with such speed I barely understood them. When I finally grasped what he’d asked, I didn’t know what to say.


Leave North Carolina? Where was this coming from? Until yesterday, Dad wanted nothing to do with this place. And what about me? I had just started my sophomore year. And what about Greta and her entire social network? I couldn’t imagine her moving. She’d throw a fit.


“Greta’s going to throw a fit,” I answered without really answering.


He looked down at me, and I could see he’d already made up his mind. I wasn’t being asked if I thought it was a good idea. Of course not. I was being asked to support him.


“You let me worry about Greta,” he uttered. And that was that.
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Dad was on the phone with Greta in the other room to let her know his plans as I sat by the fireplace watching the flames dance a shadow-puppet cabaret. I heard him quietly reassure her that moving during senior year wasn’t the end of the world. He whispered as if he knew I was listening; he whispered as if I was judging the strength of his argument.


“Greta—the mortgage is already paid for up here. Greta, I—”


I silently wondered if she’d recoil more into the shell she’d recently created for herself. The truth is, we’d all become hermit crabs. Our shells were made of the same substance: vivid memories of Mom, lost memories of Mom, fleeting memories of Mom. We shed our shells just enough in the mornings, sloughing them off and hiding them under the covers of our beds or in between the tiles and the grout in the shower, but when we returned in the evenings, we’d find them—and desperately retreat back into them. My shell was thin. I had my list of tangible, numerical, itemized memories I’d never lose—but Greta’s armor seemed thick. She’d crawl into it at night, into the darkness. None of her friends knew. Sometimes I wondered if even Dad saw how she seemed to disappear after dinner. It was one more thing neither of us acknowledged.


Dad entered the living room, his hands behind his head. He looked distressed and came to sit next to me.


“Your sister—”


“I know.”


The fire cracked loudly and sent embers floating up the chimney.


“She just seems so . . .” We sat quietly for a while. “What about you, Lou? How are things with you? Things aren’t so bad, are they? We’re making it okay, aren’t we?” He scrubbed a hand down his face, pulling his mouth into a frown. Was he really asking me this time? Did he really want to know what I thought? Or was I just supposed to agree this time, too?


“Dad, it’s just as you always said it would be. No going back. One new page. One new chance.” I looked up at him encouragingly; it was as close to the truth as I could get. I couldn’t tell him how I really felt. He didn’t really want to know.


“Everything’s going to be okay. I just wish your mom were here.”


I pulled out my list of memories—six yellow pages of legal paper stapled together. Staring at the worn paper, he paused. “You started that list the day after Mom died . . . ”


“And I haven’t been able to add to it for five years. I have 522 memories documented. I can’t remember any more.”


“You will. She’s not gone. Not yet. Memories have a funny way of popping up unexpectedly,” he gestured toward the papers.


I rested my head on Dad’s shoulder, blinking sleepily, and folded my remembrances back into my pocket.


That night I dreamed of Mom. She was with us in Grandma’s house, standing at the kitchen sink and looking out the window. She had her back to me but I recognized her posture, the way she stood with her feet together, pointed out. A ballerina’s stance. She was standing tall and healthy. As I approached her from behind, I fumbled in my pockets to find my list of memories. I wanted to show her. I wanted her to know I hadn’t forgotten anything. But my pockets were very deep—unbelievably deep—so endless that I couldn’t reach the bottom. I couldn’t reach my list. I started to panic. I couldn’t let her think I’d lost them—the most important pages I’d ever owned . . .


“I know memory 523, Lou,” Mom said to me, still facing away.


Suddenly, there it was—my list, six pages, unfolded in my hands on its normal yellow legal notepaper. I leafed through them following the sequential numbers . . . 127 . . . 345 . . . 461 . . . 522. And that’s where the list ended. I’d only written 522 memories. I couldn’t remember any more. Frustrated, my eyes filled with tears. What was memory 523? What had I forgotten?


That’s when the ringing began.


It started as a low hum, but it gradually grew louder and increasingly shrill. It wasn’t like a telephone’s usual smooth electrical tone; these rings were sharp, like a bell. Like a steel alarm bell. One long vibration followed closely by a short one. I jerked awake, my dream dissolving like sugar into water.


I sat up in bed straining to hear. The rest of the house was dark and still. I glanced at the clock on my bedside table—3:13 A.M. I crept to the hall and followed the noise to the base of the attic steps. Whatever the sound was, it compelled me to move forward. Slowly, I climbed the old staircase one step at a time, my feet falling hard against the bare, dusty floors. An invisible force drew me reluctantly to the desk. The phone’s receiver trembled in its cradle, and the attic walls seemed to shake with its electrifying ring. Was the floor moving or was I? Fingering the black wire, thick like licorice, I followed the cord to its full length, down to its frayed ends, and remembered with a start that the phone wasn’t plugged in.


The old relic was ringing! I desperately wanted it to be Mom calling. But when I reached—quivering—out toward the phone, I hesitated. I was scared to think what Mom would say to me, what she thought of me. Was she angry we’d be leaving North Carolina? Was she sad we’d have to abandon her in that overcrowded cemetery? Would she cry? Would I?


When I answered, though, the caller on the other end wasn’t my mom. It was the same hoarse breathing I’d heard before. It sounded like it was issuing from a pair of croaky lungs, their hollows filled with dust and cobwebs. There was a pause, a clearing of the throat, and then a woman’s voice began.


“Gerhard once asked me if I’d ever watched someone die,” spoke a woman, breathing a long sigh. Her enunciations were old; very 1940s, like Katharine Hepburn. Long, drawn-out syllables and soft Rs, like “dahling” and “cab drivah.” The voice belonged to a born New Englander with cheeky inflections.


“‘I have,’ he continued. ‘In another life. Long ago.’ When he said it, I remember his eyes were like beautifully etched, dark obsidian glass. They looked so fragile that at any moment I was afraid they’d shatter into a million tiny pieces right in front of me.” The woman took a deep breath, as if lamenting the memory. “That was the night he first told me he was a murderer.”


Then the line went dead. No dial tone, no operator. Just click.




V.


Back in North Carolina, I found myself sitting quietly, trying to forget the phantom phone call. This was the second time I needed to ignore my curiosity. How long could I avoid acknowledging what was happening to me?


But I had to focus on my most immediate concern: leaving behind my home. It was eerily cold for the South, and the strong wind nearly knocked our “FOR SALE!” sign off its chain.


I was sad to leave, but I’d come to terms with it. Greta was miserable. As it happened, we were moving on her eighteenth birthday. Dad bought her a conciliatory dozen donuts and shoved an unlit candle in one before we sang her a half-hearted “Happy Birthday.” She looked at us both like she wished we hadn’t bothered. Now she sat in the backseat, her chin in her palm, completely shut off in an iPod world. The Smiths. Of course, I scoffed. She’s starring in her own John Hughes movie. Dad ignored her. I wished I could. Since our return home, I’d watched Greta experience four of the five stages of grief. The first day, she went around the house telling Dad she wasn’t leaving. No way, no how. He couldn’t make her. The second and third day, Greta was awful to be around. She yelled and cried. Swore to Dad that he was ruining her life, and threatened to run away. The fourth day, she begged Dad to let her finish out her senior year. She promised straight As, saying she’d live under house arrest. On day five, Greta took a vow of silence.


The roads in the Brandywine Valley were different from those in North Carolina. They curved dangerously and sloped without warning. They had blind spots and bends and one-lane bridges. As we passed old stone houses with smoking chimneys, I tried to imagine what this area looked like long ago: a huddled group of soldiers drinking mulled wine on a front stoop. Redcoats, maybe. Women walking down the road in long skirts with muddy hems, carrying large baskets of bread or apples or laundry. My mind saw them all.


At five-thirty on Saturday night we turned onto October Hill Road. The woods, now layered with a fresh blanket of November snow, were still as mysterious as they had been only weeks before, and the house was still as alluring as we’d left it. Even Greta, despite her tantrum, seemed enchanted. She stepped out of the car and stared at the house while Dad and I unloaded.


A white piece of paper jutted out of the black metal mailbox next to the door. I ran to retrieve it, smiling to myself as I skipped past a lone coffee can of radiant chrysanthemums.


“It’s a letter from Rosemary inviting us to dinner tomorrow night,” I read aloud as my eyes scanned the page.


Dad set Greta’s bag down at her feet.


“Do we have to go?” I asked apprehensively.


“Why wouldn’t we go?”


“I don’t know. She’s . . . strange.”


“Well, she’s the closest thing you have to a home-cooked meal. Tonight, we’re ordering in,” Dad shouldered past me to open the door, and Greta and I exchanged knowing glances. Since when did Dad ever cook?


“Happy birthday to me,” Greta muttered under her breath.


Once inside, I ushered Greta through the house, pointing out the bathrooms and kitchen. She gave little feedback except for a couple grunted acknowledgments. In a way, this house was already more mine than hers.


I showed her my room and tried to be encouraging, but my sister refused to share my excitement. She glanced around the space with distaste.


“Come on, Greta. I’ll show you your room,” Dad mumbled, leading the way.


Her bedroom was noticeably larger than mine, and Greta seemed silently pleased. She had a small writing desk and a window seat on the back wall. She walked to the window and pulled back the heavy velour curtains. The moving van was pulling into our driveway and it was already dark outside.


“So what’s there to do around here?”


At long last, Greta offered a small smile. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. Dad crossed the room and put his arms around her, relieved to be free of the guilt she’d put upon him. I stayed in the doorway. Had Greta finally reached stage five? Acceptance? Dad seemed eager to believe she had, but I wasn’t convinced.


Dad and Greta retreated downstairs to help the movers, but I held back. Tiptoeing down the hall, I opened the door to the attic stairs and glanced up into the dark shadows. Within seconds, I found myself standing in front of the telephone. I didn’t even remember climbing the stairs. Staring down at the small antique phone, I held the receiver to my ear. It was dead.


What was happening to me?


On Sunday night, the three of us followed the instructions on Rosemary’s note to “venture down the hill to the red cottage.” Traveling the road by flashlight in four inches of snowy slush was an escapade. Dad and Greta both slipped, but I was the only one who fell. About half a mile down the hill lay a quaint stone wall. It lined the road and looked so natural to the landscape it was as if God fully intended this road and this wall to run parallel to each other forever. At the end of the wall perched a lit lantern. The candle flickered in the night. A squat, little red cabin with white trim and a wood-shingled roof greeted us warmly.


Dad patted down his leather jacket in embarrassment. “We probably should have brought flowers or something . . .”


“Like what? We’ve been unpacking all day,” Greta replied unforgivingly as we reached the wooden door. She lifted the heavy brass doorknocker, and we stomped the snow off our shoes.


Wiping her hands on her apron, our hostess beckoned us inside and took our coats. “Nice to see you again, Christian.” She shook his hand. “Hi, Louisa.”


Her smile was flawless. She stood tall and casually in flat leather moccasins, khaki pants, and a red wool sweater with a Peter Pan collar. For a middle-aged woman, I had to admit she was quite attractive.


“Rosemary, this is my older daughter, Greta.”


“Pleasure to meet you, Greta. I hope all of you like pork chops and cinnamon apples?” Rosemary raised her eyebrows hopefully, and Dad nodded on behalf of the three of us.


“To new neighbors,” our hostess motioned for us to take our seats at her dining room table around heaping platters of steaming food.


I glanced around at the rustic furnishings. The dark, unpolished support beams that ran along the walls exposed the old architecture of the house. One half of the open-concept room looked like a newer addition to the former structure. This house—or at least half of it—had to be as old as ours. Against the far wall stood a stone chimney that stretched to the ceiling. A stout wood-burning stove jutted out from the hearth and heated the room. A cast-iron steamer sat atop the smooth, black surface and I watched a thin line of white steam escape into the air.


It had been a long time since my family shared a meal like this one. I glanced at Greta, who looked like she was thinking the same thing. We hadn’t had a meal like this one since Mom was alive.


I couldn’t figure out Rosemary’s angle. What did she want in having us over for dinner? There had to be more to her than the friendly neighborhood welcoming committee. I didn’t trust her.


“So, Rosemary, what is it you do?” Dad asked, handing me a bowl of garlic mashed potatoes.


“I’m a dental hygienist,” she smiled.


I should have known. Those teeth.


“And I do a bit of astrology on the side.”


“What, like horoscopes and stuff?” Greta asked skeptically.


Rosemary pursed her lips and shrugged. “More like charting planets and interpreting their movements.”


“Huh?”


“Oh, you know, a little bit of this, a little bit of that. It’s nothing, really. Just a hobby.” Rosemary wasn’t offering too many details.


“So can you, like, tell my fortune?” Greta’s question sounded like a challenge. She locked eyes with Rosemary, and I admired her tenacity to hold the wide-eyed woman’s gaze. I still had difficulty looking straight at her.


“Well, I’m not really a fortune teller, per se,” Rosemary corrected.


“I was born November first.”


“Okay,” Rosemary said, resigned, and I wondered if she was about to make up a terrific lie. “You’re a Scorpio with a very strong will. You’re independent. You set goals for yourself and then you strive to achieve them. You can be moody, sensitive, and compassionate. Should I keep going?”


“You left out dramatic,” Dad chimed in.


“Happy belated birthday, by the way.” Rosemary winked at Greta and began buttering her bread before changing the subject. “You know, I moved in here eight years ago. I got to know your parents pretty well. They were truly lovely people. I was so sad to hear about Eloise’s passing.”


“Thank you. It was nice to hear she had neighbors like you looking after her toward the end.” Dad gave an appreciative glance across the table. They were the only two people at the table who ever knew my grandparents.


“These pork chops are delish,” I said while forking another bite into my mouth. “Thanks again for having us over.” I didn’t mean to sound cynical, but I did.


I studied the artwork on Rosemary’s walls. No photographs, I noted. It was as if her family had never existed, as if she’d sprouted from the earth as routinely as a daffodil or spring tulip. There must have been fifteen or so framed paintings of various sizes and subjects hanging in organized chaos. Mostly still lifes in oils and acrylics. But there was one painting that I took a particular interest in. It was unassuming and hung in a dark corner, far from the dining table. I only saw it as we got up to leave, and I walked closer to get a better look. An oil portrait of the back of a girl’s head. Her hair was dark gold, the color of straw at harvest, and she was surrounded by darkness. On top of her head sat a crown of wildflowers—daisies, mostly, and some blue cornflowers. An odd portrait, I thought, why gaze at the back of someone?


“Do you like it?” Rosemary asked, gliding over next to me.


“It’s strange.” But I couldn’t take my eyes off of it.


“Your grandmother gave it to me. Apparently, your grandfather painted it and wanted me to have it,” Rosemary informed me.


“Mom gave it to you?” Dad came closer to inspect the painting himself.


Greta stayed by the door, a silent plea for us to leave.


“She said it reminded him of his sister.” Rosemary folded her arms and smiled encouragingly at the two of us.


“I didn’t know Dad had a sister.” Dad leaned in close, squinting at the canvas, as if waiting for the girl to turn around. What was she looking at?


“And a brother, apparently. Though your mom requested that I never ask him about them,” Rosemary gently rubbed her right earlobe. “I’ve always wondered what it is she sees,” she sighed looking deeply into the painting. “Isn’t it strange it spoke to you, too, Louisa? Of all the paintings up here, you picked that one.”


“Lou’s always been one for the macabre,” Dad smiled, turning around to tousle my hair. I moved away from his beneath his hand.


“Oh, would you call it macabre? I’ve always found it rather peaceful,” Rosemary said with reassurance. “Louisa, what do you think?”


I didn’t know how to answer. There was something dreadful there. Yes, I agreed with Dad. But what was it?


“Dad, it’s getting late—” Greta called over to us, literally tapping her foot.


Rosemary grinned as if waiting for me to answer, but I couldn’t. Or, I wouldn’t. I shrugged my shoulders and went to join Greta at the door. Dad and Greta were already outside while I still struggled with a mitten. I turned around to tell Rosemary good night, but I stopped when I saw her face had turned dark and serious. Her eyes narrowed and looked desperate as they focused on me. I was suddenly frightened of her.
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